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Sermon for New Year’s Day. 
Psis 121. 


There is a saying among men that the future is dark. You know 
what has happened to you in the past; the present is ever before your 
eyes; but the future is never more than a dream of a reality that is 
to be. It has ever been the work: of fraudulent people to make sur- 
misings about the future. So Saul, Israel’s first king, went to the 
witch of Endor to learn whether he would be successful in battle or 
not. Frequently the Holy Writings speak of wizards, soothsayers, 
observers of times, consulters of familiar spirits, necromancers, and 
the like — expressions which show how desirous people were to know 
something about the future. Even up to this day and hour a person 
that advertises himself as a good fortune-teller, clairvoyant, and some- 
thing similar finds the humbug very profitable business to him, since 
the public desires to know something about the future. They want 
to know what will happen to them, and should it be anything evil, 
they will endeavor to avoid it as far as they can. 

The wicked as such have a great longing after this, and many 
of them make a study of the past, its failures and successes, in order 
to reach at things in the future. New Year’s Day especially is given 
to such musings. In the year past they have done so and so, they 
have made this, lost that. This year they will make so much; this 
year they will undertake much more work, expand their business, 
increase their wealth, etc.; but, they ask, will we be successful? Then 
they will reason out what more they will do, how they will make for- 
tune smile upon them, and, after several more air castles, they will 
conclude with the sigh: “The future is dark, we cannot look into it!” 

Also children of God at times torment themselves with similar 
thoughts about the future, either in this way or some other: “We 
have entered upon a new year. The whole of it is still in the future. 
The question comes home to us, What will this year bring, happiness 
or misery? How can we avoid the one and obtain the other? The 
future is dark, would that we could unravel it!” But these thoughts 
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are vain, and God hates them. Nowhere, dear friend, are you told: 
“Concern yourself about what is to be” You are to work in the 
present, and leave the future to God. He will take care of you in 
this coming year as He has done in the past. It is this grand con- 
solatory fact that I wish to point to on this first day of the new year, 
for in resting on it this will be a happy year for you. The subject is: 


THE LORD IS OUR KEEPER. 


1. He watches over us; 2. He helps us; 3. He preserves us. 


sie 

It is a peculiarity of the unbeliever to look about for means and 
help with which to perform what he undertakes; He examines his 
own resources, searches for everything that may prove of avail on 
earth. His eyes rest upon the means in this world, and his calcu- 
lations are based upon them. Not so God’s child; for he says: “I will 
lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help.” He 
looks away from himself, his surroundings, his fellowmen, up to the 
hills, to that place where God dwells; for it was on Mount Zion where 
the temple stood that God was present and answered prayer. To the 
place of God’s habitation the Christian looks, which is none other 
than His Word. In it God’s face is seen, in it God reveals Himself, 
and here, therefore, we are to seek Him, for here He will be found. 
And to Him we are to look, for He it is that keepeth us. We turn 
to Him as the true Source of our help. Our God watches over us. 
“He that keepeth thee will not slumber.” 

God does not sleep nor slumber. He is awake and always mind- 
ful. The eyes of the Lord are ever watching, never closed. Man is 
weary and fatigued. He grows sleepy, so that he is not able to attend 
to his work as he should. But not so God, our Keeper. He is always 
awake. He slumbers not. “Behold, He that keepeth Israel,” 7. e., 
God’s people, “shall neither slumber nor sleep.” What a good watch- 
man He is! 

He is so great and strong. It is that Lord who “made heaven 
and earth,” who created us and all things, who preserved us up to 
the present moment. Jehovah, the absolute Being, who is above all 
time, has made the past, has made the present, and will make the 
future. He rules over all, the almighty Watchman, our Keeper. 

He is all-wise and all-knowing. He knows how to control every- 
thing, and how to overrule it for our good. In case of danger, He 
knows what must be done. This is He that watches. And His eye 
extends to the smallest things in life. The wicked often say: “God 
has no time to attend to them,” but the Truth declares the opposite 
a fact. His providence extends to the smallest things. “Are not 
two sparrows sold for a farthing? And one of them shall not fall 
on the ground without your Father. But the very hairs of your 
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head are all numbered.” The sparrow is a bird which is greatly 
despised by man. No one cares whether there is one more on the 
earth or not. Not so with God. Without His will none can fall to 
the ground or perish. Yea, the great Watchman on Zion knows all 
the hairs of your head. They are all numbered, and not one drops 
from your head without His seeing it. What a watchman our God is! 

There is no change in Him. He is ever the same in all ways 
and respects. He has been a good Shepherd to thee in the past, He 
is it in the present, and the future cannot change Him. “Thou art 
the same!” Sweet truth for us at the beginning of a new year! 
Our Keeper is the same; the eye that guided thee in the past will 
do it in the future; there is no change or alteration. This truly 
is a consolation for the believer, that God is keeping him amidst 
the vicissitudes of life, that He is watching and not slumbering nor 
sleeping, so that nothing can come to pass without His consent. He 
has control of all things. How happy the man that trusts in Him! 


2. 

Our text states a second fact. The believer lifts up his eyes 
unto the hills from whence cometh his help. His help comes from 
above, comes from the Lord that has made heaven and earth. See, 
man’s help comes from God. “Without me,” says Jesus, “ye can do 
nothing.” Even His true followers are utterly helpless, impotent, 
and weak when He is taken from them. They scatter as sheep with- 
out a shepherd, as soldiers without a captain. There is no strength 
in them, if God does not help them and is not at their side. We 
know that we are weak and that He is strong, and here He promises 
to bestow strength upon us. 

Lo, our help is wonderful! It is certain and sure, for God’s 
promises are all trustworthy. What He says surely comes to pass. 
Look at the innumerable promises given unto the fathers in the Old 
Testament. They are all fulfilled. He brought every one to pass. 
The many promises in the New Testament were also fulfilled in due 
season. Turn to your own life. Has He not been your help in the 
past? Has He not been with you in all your undertakings, guiding 
and leading, assisting and helping you? What do our efforts amount 
to, if the Lord does not bless them? What is our work, though we 
try ever so hard, if God is not with us? It would come to nothing, 
as Gamaliel at the trial of the apostles before the Supreme Council 
of Jerusalem said: “If this counsel or this work,” the apostles’ work, 
“be of men, it will come to naught.” There is nothing in it, and 
the people of Jerusalem need not go to any trouble about the Chris- 
tians. “But if it be of God,” says he, “ye cannot overthrow it.” 
The learned lawyer, Paul’s teacher, declares unto the Jews their 
inability to crush the work of the disciples, if God is with them. 
And time proved what he said; the Lord was with them, and no 
human force overthrew the work. So it is with us as a church. If it 
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be of man, and undertaken to further pride and vanity, it will come 
to nothing. God does not, and cannot, help such undertakings. But 
if it is—as it is— undertaken in the fear of the Lord and with 
the cry and prayer to Him to be with us and to help us, man cannot 
overthrow it, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it, for 
the Lord, the majestic God of heaven, the Framer of the universe, 
is with us. The coming year will be a year of success, as the year 
gone by has been, for God is the stay and staff of our church! 

Again, God is the help of every individual that trusts in Him. 
If you “work simply for money and possessions, or if you strive for 
honor and glory, God’s blessing cannot rest upon you. The wealth 
that you will accumulate in this way will surely be taken away from 
you again; but if you go about your work in the fear of the Lord, 
knowing that without His help you can achieve nothing, that He 
must strengthen you, be with you, and help you, blessing will be 
to you during this year, both spiritually and temporally, for then 
God is your help, help that is strong and sure. 

Compare this help to the help of the people that are of the world. 
The one trusts in luck and good fortune. What is it but an idol, an 
imaginary thing? There zs nothing like it. It is the most uncertain 
thing in the world. Another relies upon himself, upon his sharp- 
wittedness and sagacity. He thinks very much of this, he prides 
himself with it. But what is it that he relies on and boasts of? 
A perverted mind, a darkened intellect, a fallible reason that blunders 
ninety-nine times out of a hundred every day of his life. Such 
a help! A third in his work trusts in his strength. He has a strong 
frame, a supple body, or is beautiful and attractive. These things 
are his help. How frail they are! A bit of sickness will take health 
and strength, and where is his help? But look at God’s help, the 
believer’s stay! Nothing impairs it in the world, nothing can subdue 
it or lessen it in any way: it is the same good, precious help in all 
seasons, at all times. In life and death it is ours! The Lord, our 
Help, never makes mistakes. He is infallible, He cannot err, and 
His help is to our benefit and blessing. Indeed, God is our Keeper; 
He manifestly shows this in that He helps us always; and He will 
do so also in the year to come. 


3. 

He preserves us— the third way in which the Lord proves unto 
us that He is our Keeper. “He will not suffer thy foot to be moved,” 
for He keepeth thee. He will remove all obstacles and hindrances, 
so that you will not stumble or fall. He gives you ability to walk 
without slipping. “Because thou hast made the Lord, which is my 
Refuge, even the Most High, thy habitation, there shall no evil befall 
thee, neither shall any plague come nigh thy dwelling. For He shall 
give His angels charge over thee to keep thee in all thy ways. They 
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shall bear thee up in their hands, lest thou dash thy foot against 
a stone.” Thus the Lord preserves us in all our ways, His angels, 
spiritual beings, surround and protect us, keeping off plague and 
evils; yes, they carry us up in their hands so that we cannot stumble 
or be harmed. 

In all stages of life, in poverty and wealth, in misery and happi- 
ness, in sorrow and joy, in life and death, “the Lord is thy shade 
upon thy right hand.” The Lord is thy Keeper. He is our Protector 
and Preserver. His almighty hand is over us, shielding from injury, 
sending and bestowing goodness and mercy. “The sun shall not 
smite thee by day, nor the moon by night.” In eastern countries 
moonstrokes are just as frequent as sunstrokes. The people often 
sleep upon the roofs of their houses, which are flat; the moon exerts 
her influence, and many are injured. Nature and the harmful works 
of her shall not do you injury. The sun shall not hurt you, nor the 
moon. God’s hand will be held over you in the coming year, and 
all evils resulting from Nature and her forces will be staved off 
from you. Preservation from such is here promised the child of God. 

Again, “the Lord shall preserve thee from all evil.” All the 
evils of this life that man contends with from morn until eve, that 
he encounters from all sides, dangers of greater or lesser magnitude, 
perils to his right hand and to his left, besetting him wherever he 
goes — God preserves thee from them, from every one. No evil will 
come nigh unto thee, it cannot, since the Lord is thy Keeper. 

“He shall preserve thy soul.” The Lord has given you your 
life, and the Lord takes care of your life. Your life is in His hand, 
and He preserves it. None of His children die before the time pre- 
determined by Him. Every departure takes place according to His 
will. Your life is safe, for He keeps it. Men often think this is 
impossible, God is not able to look after the life and preservation 
of the many thousands of the earth. But this is foolish unbelief. 
Who can fathom God or His attributes or His work? Does He not 
here state that He will “preserve our soul,” :. e., care for our life? 
Yes, and He is faithful in what He promises. Only trust Him! 

In rainy days, when storms of trepidation and fear sweep 
through the heart and shatter and tear to pieces hopes and wishes 
you have there so long fondled, when everything turns out to be 
disappointment and blank failure, when sickness paints the pallor 
of death upon your countenance: be mindful of this, “The Lord 
preserves your soul!” Your life does not rest in your hand, but in 
His; and therefore we should resign it to Him at any time when 
He deems it fit. It is in a condition of this kind that people begin 
to quake and fear about their life. It causes a tremendous amount 
of sorrow and anxiety. They think: “I will lose my life, what shall 
I do to save it?” Peace, troubled soul, “the Lord preserveth thee.” 
Did He not do this before? Shall He not do it in the future? 
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Then, the Lord cares for your soul, so that it rests in Him who 
died that it might live. He keeps it in the knowledge of Christ 
Jesus, in whom it has “redemption through His blood, even the for- 
giveness of sin.” Spiritual life is vouchsafed unto it by the Lord. 
God has given faith, and God will preserve this faith in you for the 
time to come. You have forgiveness of sin by such faith, and you 
will obtain the same in the future; you have righteousness by faith, 
and you shall have it also in the year to come; you have eternal life 
by faith, you shall retain the same, and perhaps soon enjoy by sight 
what you now have by faith. God has given you all these blessings 
in the days gone by; He will give them also in the time to come. 
Only trust Him! Only believe! 

Yea, “the Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in 
from this time forth, and even forevermore.” In the midst of your 
work, while at your occupation, while doing your duty, the Lord 
will be with you. He will preserve your going out and coming in 
from this moment until eternity, especially the last going out, the 
going out of this world. God will be there, so that the Wicked One 
may not harm you with his wiles. Should this going out take place 
this year, what is it but the going into life, the going from time into 
eternity, the commencement of a new year that has nothing but 
sunny, bright, and cheering days? There you shall enjoy God’s 
visible presence. As long as you are on this earth, God is invisibly 
present, keeping you; but yonder in the glad new year you shall see 
Him face to face. Here the Christian often doubts and wavers as 
if he did not believe God present; but over there you shall view Him 
who has kept you so securely in your life on earth. 

Who, then, is happier on this earth than he that has the Lord; 
who has made heaven and earth, for his Keeper; that can say of 
the Lord: “He is my Refuge and my Fortress, my God; in Him 
will I trust!” This is the great thing: You are to trust in Him! 
Look to Him with all the strength of your heart in the year before 
you. Let it not be said of you: “He forsook the Lord, he did not 
wait upon the Lord.” No; place your trust in Him, and your help 
is sure; and for you, then, these precious words of the Psalm are 
written. Lift up your eyes to Him, and turn not away, and He will 
have mercy upon you according to the multitude of His mercies. 

We have just entered upon a new year, a new portion of our 
life. It is important to every one of us to begin the same in a God- 
pleasing manner. In a race for a prize it is looked upon as vital 
to have a good start. The same holds good with us. If we begin 
the year right and continue in that way, why, it will end the hap- 
piest one of our life. Begin it, then, by turning your eye of faith 
upon the Child in the manger, upon Jesus Christ, and firmly plant 
and fix your faith in Him, your Savior. In Him and through Him 
the Lord is your Keeper. He promises to keep you; by day and by 
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night He will watch over you. His angels will surround you all the 
days of your life; He will help you at all hours; He will preserve 
you from all evil; He will hold His almighty hand over your life; 
He will bless you; He will be with you; yea, the year will be a 
happy one. A happy, happy new year awaits you all. May God 
grant it to you for Christ’s sake! Amen. 

F. W. Apams, contr. by O. K. 


Sermon on the Epistle for Sunday after New Year. 
1 Per. 4, 12—19. 


We have had abundant occasion during the past year to observe 
a great deal of suffering round about us, or at least to hear and read 
about it, and perhaps we have been called upon ourselves to bear our 
share of the misfortunes and of the bad times. The year just gone 
by has again taught us the lesson, that this world is a world of 
suffering. For this it always has been and always will be in a greater 
or less degree. Suffering and misfortune are always to be found 
upon this earth. We need not look for anything else down here. 
Death and everything that leads to death, as pain, sickness, suffering, 
is the inevitable lot of all the members of the race of Adam. “For 
in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die,” 7. e., become 
subject to death and everything that leads to death. Thus spake God 
to Adam, and because Adam disobeyed the divine command and 
disregarded the divine warning, because he ate of the fruit of the 
forbidden tree, death and suffering came down upon him and, at the 
same time, upon his whole race, because in him they all sinned, as 
is clearly stated by Paul, Rom. 5, 12: “As by one man... all have 
sinned,” viz., in Adam. 

Is there nobody excepted, then, from suffering, pain, and death? 
Nay, nobody is exempt from this burden sin has rolled upon the 
shoulders of the whole human race. Our reason would most naturally 
arrive at the conclusion that we Christians, who, as we heard last 
Sunday, are the dear children of God by faith in Christ, whose sins 
are washed away by the blood of God’s own Son, with whom, there- 
fore, the cause of all suffering is removed, should be free from the 
common burden of sinful mankind. That the wicked, who willfully 
and maliciously transgress the commandments of God, who find 
pleasure in offending His holiness and justice, whose sins are not 
repented for and consequently not forgiven, and who therefore have 
God’s wrath resting upon them and incur it daily anew, should suffer 
for their evil-doings, already here in this life, that is very plausible 
to our reason. But that we Christians, who try to serve God by 
leading a life of holiness and doing His holy will, and whose mani- 
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fold sins of weakness are covered by the perfect righteousness of 
Christ, the Redeemer, should suffer equally with the wicked, that is 
something our blind reason cannot understand, but can only regard 
as unjust. And still this is the case. And not only do Christians 
have to suffer with the wicked, but, as a rule, they have to suffer 
more than they. The Christians often find occasion to observe with 
Asaph that the wicked “are not in trouble as other men; neither are 
they plagued as other men;” that “the ungodly prosper in the world 
and increase in riches,” while they themselves are obliged to com- 
plain: “Verily, I have cleansed my heart in vain,” ete. 

Indeed, it is hard for us to see why the wicked, as a rule, should 
be so prosperous and fortunate, while the pious in very many cases 
are subject to so much misfortune and suffering. Therefore the 
Word of God contains many portions that explain this seeming dif- 
ficulty and comfort the Christians in their trials and tribulations. 
Such a portion is the 78d Psalm, which I read to you before. And it 
is also the object of Peter in our epistle-lesson to reconcile Christians 
with their lot. Let us, therefore, give him our devout attention now, 
while he teaches us: 


THREE REASONS WHY CHRISTIANS SHOULD NOT THINK 
THEIR SUFFERINGS A STRANGE THING. 


1. Because God the Son is their fellow-sufferer; 
2. Because God the Holy Ghost supports them in their sufferings ; 
3. Because God the Father sent them their sufferings for their 
own good. 
fe 


“Beloved, think it not strange . .. thing happened unto you.” 
With these words Peter begins his discourse in our text, and thereby 
indicates what is to be the aim and object of that which is to follow. 
He wants to show why Christians have no reason to regard their 
sufferings as something strange. 

This is the first reason: “But rejoice . . . exceeding joy.” This, 
then, is the first reason why Christians should not think their suffer- 
ings a strange thing, because they are partakers of Christ’s sufferings, 
because the Son of God Himself is their fellow-sufferer. Ah, indeed, 
Christ during His life here upon earth suffered, suffered more than 
any human tongue can describe. From His lowly birth in the 
manger to His death on Calvary His life was one uninterrupted 
series of sufferings and privations. In His earliest infancy, on the 
eighth day after His birth, He shed His first blood when He was 
circumcised. During all His youth He lived with His parents in 


the utmost poverty. When, later, He was called by His Father to. 


perform His duty as teacher of the Jewish people, when with His 
disciples He journeyed all over Judea and Galilee, preaching and 
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working miracles, then, as He says Himself, He was so poor that 
He had “no place where to lay His head.” And finally came His 
great suffering. There in the garden of Gethsemane we find Him 
sweating blood in the intense agony of His soul, and on Calvary 
we see Him nailed hand and foot to the cross, on His bleeding head 
a crown of thorns, reviled by men and forsaken by God. Oh, was 
there ever another man that suffered as He did? 

Now, can Christians account it a strange thing that they have 
to suffer in this world, when Christ, their Lord and Savior, suffered 
and bore so much? Oh, indeed not! They surely cannot expect 
anything better than He had. He Himself has foretold this by 
saying: “The servant is not greater than his lord. If they have 
persecuted me, they will also persecute you.” Nay, Christians should 
not murmur about the sufferings which they are called upon to bear, 
but they should rather rejoice on their account, because in this way 
they become partakers of Christ’s sufferings. 

For if they suffer with Christ, that is an assurance to them, as 
Peter now goes on to show, “that, when His glory shall be revealed, 
they may also be glad with exceeding joy.” If they are partakers 
of His suffering here beneath, they shall also share His glory above. 
That is the divinely appointed way: without cross no crown! “We 
must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God.” 
While we are here upon earth, our glory is hidden before the eyes 
of man. Here we are generally looked upon as very unhappy people, 
yea, as fools for foregoing all the pleasures and enjoyments which 
this earth affords; but when the glory of Christ shall be revealed, 
i. e., when He shall come in His glory, and all the holy angels with 
Him, to judge the world, then we shall be glad with exceeding joy, 
for then we shall be placed at the right hand of His throne and 
receive the glorious verdict: “Come, ye blessed, of my Father, inherit 
the kingdom, prepared for you from the foundation of the world.” 
Then we shall enter with Him His kingdom of heavenly bliss and 
glory, where all our sufferings shall forever be at an end, and where 
we shall rejoice without end with an exceeding joy. 


2. 

The second reason which Peter mentions, why Christians should 
not regard their sufferings as a strange thing, is this, that in the 
midst of them the Spirit of God is with them and supports them. 

“Tf ye be reproached . .. part He is glorified.” According to 
these words, Christians should feel happy if they are reproached for 
the name of Christ, for that is a testimony to them of the fact that 
the Spirit of God rests upon them. He descended upon Christ at 
His baptism and accompanied Him through all His sufferings, and 
Christ, at His departure from the world, promised the Comforter, 
i. e., the Spirit of the Father, to His followers. Those, therefore, 
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that are partakers of Christ’s sufferings, that are reproached for His 
name’s sake, can be certain that His Spirit rests upon them likewise. 

Now of this Spirit of God which rests upon the Christians Peter 
says that He is a Spirit of glory. That means, in the first place, 
that He Himself has glory, that He is glorious. For He is God, 
together with the Father and the Son, and therefore, like these other 
two persons of the Holy Trinity, He is of infinite and eternal glory 
and majesty. But it means more in this connection. He also makes 
the Christians in whom He dwells partakers of His glory. For is 
it not a glorious thing to be a dwelling-place of the Spirit of God, 
a temple and sanctuary of the Most High? Ought the Christians 
esteem all sufferings and all reproaches light because they know that 
God’s Spirit, the Spirit of glory, condescends to dwell in them in 
spite of all the disgrace and vilification that men heap upon them? 
And still more we can learn from this: The aim of this Spirit of 
glory, in resting upon the Christians and dwelling in them during 
their trials and afflictions for the sake of Jesus, is, to take them to 
eternal glory, to pilot them safely through the rugged cliffs of ad- 
versity and aspersion to the harbor of eternal safety and bliss. He 
supports and comforts them in all their sufferings and afflictions; 
He helps their infirmity; He cries, “Abba, Father!” within them, 
2. e., helps and teaches them to pray, and Himself makes intercession 
for them, as we learned last Sunday; He gives them strength to 
endure faithfully until the end, to fight the good fight till the very 
last, to press through to the glory of the Upper City, where the glory 
of the Lord of Sabaoth dwelleth. And by thus aiding the Christians 
in striving after and attaining the glory of heaven, the Spirit of 
God is again glorified in the Christians Himself. “On their part,” 
2. €., on the part of the wicked, “He is evil spoken of,” He is re- 
proached together with the Christians in whom He dwells; “but on 
your part He is glorified,” 7. e., the Christians glorify or honor Him 
by their life of holiness and patience in tribulation, and it is His 
particular glory to support them in their trials and sufferings and 
to bring them to eternal glory. For this He is already glorified and 
praised by ‘all Christians here on earth, and it will be an everlasting 
object of their hymns of joy and praise in heaven. 


3% 

The third reason which St. Peter states why Christians should 
not regard their sufferings as a strange thing is this, that God the 
Father Himself sends them their sufferings for their own good. 

“But let none of you suffer as a murderer, or as a thief, or as 
an evil-doer, or as a busybody in other men’s matters.” That is 
self-evident: if a person suffers for such crimes and vices as are 
here mentioned, if he is put into prison for having stolen, or hanged 
because he committed a murder, or if people avoid him and speak 
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evil of him, because he has made himself odious by meddling with 
other people’s business, then he does not suffer as a Christian, then 
he is not a partaker of Christ’s sufferings, for He suffered innocently ; 
then he has not the Holy Ghost resting upon him, but the devil is 
glorified by his deeds. And then he has not the comfort, that God 
sent him these sufferings, for he is to blame for them himself. — 
“Yet if any man suffer as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but 
let him glorify God on this behalf.” We have no reason, according 
to these words, to be ashamed of our sufferings, although the wicked 
may ridicule us on their account, but rather to praise God on their 
behalf. For it is He that sends these sufferings. It is His will 
that we should bear them. 

This is demonstrated by the following: “For the time is come... 
ungodly and the sinner appear?’ That is frequently God’s way, that 
His judgments begin at His own house, that His children have to 
bear the greatest part of the visitations and chastisements of God 
that sweep across the earth. Why is this? Why does God so often 
visit the pious and spare the wicked? Why is it that the wicked so 
often are prosperous and happy in this world? Peter indicates it 
by saying that their final judgment will be infinitely worse than the 
temporal chastisement of the pious. God often permits the wicked 
to enjoy happiness and prosperity here in this life. In this way He 
means to lead them to repentance; He wishes to induce them to 
acknowledge His goodness and to own Him as their God. Instead, 
they misuse His gifts, only harden their hearts, and turn away from 
God more and more. And in this way the blessings God showers 
upon them are by their own fault turned into a curse for them; 
they become a snare that trips them and causes them to fall into 
everlasting perdition. That is what Asaph means by saying: “Until 
I went into the sanctuary of God; then understood I their end. 
Surely, Thou didst set them in slippery places: Thou castedst them 
down into destruction.” But with the Christians the matter is 
reversed: God often denies them prosperity in worldly matters, lest 
“they become proud and say: Who is the Lord?” —lest they turn 
into the evil way of the wicked, and their temporal happiness, like 
theirs, be followed by everlasting misery. By their temporal trials 
and sufferings He wants to preserve them from everlasting perdition 
in the next world. 

“Wherefore let them that suffer according to the will of God 
commit the keeping of their souls to Him in well-doing, as unto 
a faithful Creator.” Christians know that they suffer according to 
God’s will, that it is He who sends their sufferings, and hence they 
can confidently commit the keeping of their souls to Him, for He 
is their Creator, and hence will also preserve them, for He is faithful, 
He does not forsake His children in their sufferings. Galt 


12 SERMON ON THE EPISTLE 


Sermon on the Epistle for First Sunday after Epiphany. 
Rom. 12, 15. 


The first five chapters of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans contain 
an exhaustive and powerful exposition on the doctrine of justifica- 
tion by faith in Christ. Paul begins the epistle by showing the 
natural depravity of the heathen, then proceeds to speak of the 
judgment of God which goes over the whole sinful human race alike, 
without respect to persons, from which neither Jews nor Gentiles 
are exempt, because the Jews, although in possession of the Law, 
have not fulfilled the same either. He then makes the statement 
that nobody is able to fulfill it, that therefore nobody can be justified 
by the Law, and concludes from this that there must be another way 
of becoming justified before God, and that way is by faith, without 
the deeds of the Law. That this is the only way to be justified he 
shows in the first place by an example from the Old Testament, 
viz., that of Abraham, of whom the Scriptures say that “his faith 
was counted unto him for righteousness.” Then he shows the ground 
and foundation of our justification by faith, which is Christ Jesus, 
who “was delivered for our offenses and raised again for our justifi- 
cation ;” who by His holy life and innocent suffering and death has 
merited for us a righteousness, by which, if we appropriate it by 
faith, we can stand before God and go to heaven. 

Now, lest any man might infer from this doctrine of justification 
freely, by grace, through faith in the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus, that we were now free to live according to our pleasure, that, 
having forgiveness for all our sins, wé might consequently serve sin, 
Paul in the sixth chapter shows the necessity of holiness, of abdi- 
cating sin and its service. He makes the point that we Christians 
are dead to sin and that therefore it is impossible for us to live in 
the service of sin any longer, that although we can never in this life 
overcome sin altogether, although we cannot root out its power 
entirely, that still we are no longer its willing slaves, but by the 
grace of God can rule over sin. After having shown next that the 
grace of God in Christ is open to all men, to Jews and Gentiles 
alike, that God has not cast off this people of the Jews altogether, 
in the five last chapters of the epistle he reverts to the exhortation 
to holiness, which he had begun before, adding to the former general 
admonition a number of special exhortations, in which he shows in 
what manner Christians are to lead a godly life. 

Taken from these exhortations and forming their beginning, is 
our epistle-lesson of to-day. It puts before us: 


SOME IMPORTANT DUTIES OF CHRISTIANS; viz., 


1. Their duty in respect to God, 2. in respect to the world, 
3. in respect to the brethren. 
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ik 

“I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God.” 
With these words Paul begins his exhortations. Mark here, he says, 
“I beseech you.” He does not say: “I command.” That is the way 
of the Law, to command and threaten in case of disobedience; but 
the Gospel way of the New Testament is to beseech, to request. And 
that is all that is necessary. Christians need not be forced by com- 
mands and threats, nay, it is their pleasure to walk in the ways of 
God; they only need to be reminded of what God’s will is, and to 
be besought and requested to walk according to it. If a person has 
to be forced by threats and by fear of punishment to refrain from 
sin and live an honorable life, he will not do so willingly when re- 
minded of it. This is a certain indication that he is not yet a 
Christian. 

To make his request very impressive and cogent, the apostle 
adds: “I beseech you by the mercies of God.” Ah truly, the con- 
sideration of the infinite mercy of God toward mankind in general, 
and himself in particular, ought to move every Christian to listen 
to admonitions which are directed to him by God’s own servants. 
For has not this merey of God effected his and the whole world’s 
salvation by sending His own Son upon this earth and visiting the 
punishment of our sins upon Him? Is it not this mercy of God 
which by the preaching of the Gospel has revealed to him, before 
so many others, this salvation by faith in Christ? Oh surely! Any 
person who can disregard the admonitions to serve this God and to 
live according to His will, who can trample upon God’s merey which 
He has shown to him and which still is new to him every morning, 
such a person cannot lay any claim to being a Christian. 

Now, what does Paul beseech or exhort his Christians at Rome 
to do? The first thing he asks of them is, that they “present their 
bodies a sacrifice unto God.” The sacrifices were the main part of 
the Jewish worship in the Old Testament. At that time the priests 
had to perform this worship for the people; to them the people had 
to bring their oxen, and rams, and goats, and other animals and 
things used for the sacrifices. This has now been utterly changed. 
Now that Christ, our great High Priest, “who is holy, harmless, 
undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens,” 
has come, now that He has offered Himself as the great real sacri- 
fice for the sins of all mankind upon the cross, of which all those 
Old Testament sacrifices were only types and shadows, that shadow- 
worship has been abolished, and there is no more sacrifice for sin. 
Now it is blasphemous to claim that in the mass the body of Christ 
is sacrificed in an unbloody manner by the priest, for in this manner 
the great sacrifice on Calvary is depreciated and set at naught. But 
although the New Testament Christians no longer stand in need 
of any sacrifices for the atonement of their sins, still they, too, are 
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to offer to God a sacrifice by which they acknowledge, and show 
their gratitude for the mercy which they have received. Right here 
we notice another distinction between the Old and New Testament: 
in the Old Testament the people were not allowed to present or offer 
their sacrifices themselves, but they had to do so through the priests; 
but in the New Testament all Christians are priests, they are, as 
Peter says, “a royal priesthood,” and therefore they themselves have 
access to the throne of God to bring their sacrifice before Him. 
And what is the New Testament sacrifice of the Christians to 
consist in? Paul says they should offer their body as a sacrifice to 
God. That means, they are to give themselves with all that they are 
and possess, to God. For with the body of course everything is given 
that belongs to the body. Now what does that mean: to offer the 
body as a sacrifice to God? To the nature of the sacrifice belonged 
this, that the animal designed for it was killed. To offer our body 
as a sacrifice therefore only can mean that we kill daily the evil lusts 
of our flesh, that we fight against sin and strive after that which is 
good. How much more valuable, then, is the sacrifice, which the 
New Testament Christians should offer than those of the Jews in 
the Old Testament! Theirs only consisted in dumb animals, while 
these are to offer themselves to God. Paul, furthermore, says that 
they are to offer their bodies a living sacrifice. In the Old Testament 
the animals which were to be sacrificed had to be first killed, as was 
already remarked. But Christians now are to offer a living sacrifice. 
The old man of sin, it is true, is to die in them, but in its place a 
new man is daily to come forth and arise, a new spiritual life is to 
be kindled and constantly to grow and increase in them, a new life 
of holiness and devotion to God. And this sacrifice, Paul says, will 
be acceptable to God. The Old Testament sacrifices were only to be 
types of Christ’s great sacrifice for the sins of the world, and only 
then were they acceptable, if they were offered by a heart that hoped 
for this Messiah. But the sacrifice of the New Testament Christians 
is acceptable to God in itself, because its imperfections are covered 
by Christ’s perfect sacrifice, that has been already made. And this, 
moreover, is a reasonable service. The Jews very often knew and 
understood not the reason and purpose of their sacrifices, but now 
in the blessed time of the New Testament, where the full Gospel 
truth has been revealed, our service is a reasonable one. We know 
why it is our duty to offer ourselves to God; we know that we owe 
this to Him a thousand times for the infinite merey He has shown us. 


2. 

In the second place, the apostle also shows what is the duty of 
the Christians in respect to the world. “And be not conformed to 
this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect will 
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of God.” Paul, then, says here, that the duty of Christians in re- 
gard to the world is, that “they. be not conformed to this world.” He 
does not say, that they must leave the world, that they must come 
out of the midst of the wicked and have nothing to do with them, 
that they must live by themselves in lonely places, secluded from all 
company and contact of the wicked. Nay, Christians are not told 
this anywhere in the Scripture. They may have external dealings 
and intercourse with the world in business and society. But they 
must not be conformed to this world. They must not imitate the 
world in that which is peculiar to it, viz., in its wickedness. They 
must not participate in its sinful pleasures and enjoyments, they 
must not plunge with the world into the lewdness and profligacy 
and debauchery that holds undisputed sway among the wicked, they 
must not partake in the feverish chase after money and riches, nor 
be guilty of employing dishonest and dishonorable means, or as 
people like to circumscribe it, of using these little business tricks, 
by which the wicked so often strive to acquire a fortune. In short, 
Christians must desist and abstain from all ungodliness and wicked- 
ness that goes rampant among the children of the world. That is 
the meaning of the words: “Be not conformed to this world.” 

But an external separation from the wicked ways of the world 
is by no means enough, nay, Christians should be “transformed by 
the renewing of their mind.” The first thing in a Christian that 
must be renewed is, of course, the heart. That must be changed by 
the power of the Holy Ghost. But after the heart has been renewed, 
a transformation of the mind will necessarily follow. The mind will 
be turned away from the things of this world, its desires and appe- 
tites will no longer be concentrated upon the honor and riches and 
pleasures of this life, but they will be turned toward the glory and 
bliss of the world to come. The transformation of the mind, this 
inward turning away from the world’s sinful pleasures, must be the 
foundation of the external renunciation of the wickedness of the 
world. As long as the mind still clings to these things, it is not 
likely that a person should turn away from ‘them in his external 
conversation. 

To this the apostle adds yet: “that ye may prove what is that 
good, and acceptable, and perfect will of God.” If Christians will 
follow the directions here given, if they will guard against being 
conformed to the world and if they will strive to be transformed 
daily by being renewed in their mind, by turning away more and 
more from this world to the next, they will prove, or find out more 
and more what is the good will of God towards them, they will 
always learn to understand better what God expects of them and 
why He expects it of them, they will constantly grow in Christian 
and religious knowledge and in this way will be enabled to walk 


according to His will. 
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3. 


Lastly the apostle also shows what is the duty of the Christians 
towards their brethren or fellow-Christians. Of this he says: “For 
I say through the grace that is given (7. e., as an apostle of the Lord 
and as your teacher) to every man ... the measure of faith.” 
Here, then, the apostle warns against pride and haughtiness and 
overbearing and admonishes to humbleness. He says that a person 
should not think more of himself than he ought to think, but that 
he should think soberly or moderately. A Christian too may say 
and confess it before others if God has given him any useful gifts 
and talents; he need not, as Luther says, “call bad in himself what is 
good.” But he must do this for the honor of God. If he does it 
_ out of pride, if by it he means to boast of himself and put his own 
person forward, then it becomes sinful. Nay, a Christian should 
rather draw back, he should be humble and suffer God to raise him, 
if such should be His will. For God “resisteth the proud and giveth 
grace to the humble,” as the Scripture says. Therefore a Christian 
should rather permit his brethren to go before him, he should rather 
give the first place to others and rejoice to see them honored instead 


of envying them as is so often the case. Humbleness is the first duty. 


of the Christian towards his brethren. os 
Still one more principal and important duty towards them Paul 

mentions: “For as we have many members in one body, and all 

members have not the same office: so we, being many, are one body 


in Christ, and every one members one of another.” The human body ° 


consists of many different members, and each member has a different 
office and faculty. But altogether they form a beautiful whole, for 
each member is so constituted that it serves all the other members, 
and so all of them together perform all the functions that are neces- 
sary to keep up the wonderful mechanism of the whole body. And 
thus it is in the Church of Christ. God in His wisdom has made 
the arrangement that not all Christians have one and the same gift 
and function, but the one has this gift, the other that. And with 
this gift, which every individual Christian possesses, he should serve 
the other members. And thus, by the great and wonderful variety 
of gifts and faculties that exists among Christians they altogether 
form one great body, in which one member by his peculiar gift serves 
all the rest. From this we see that the second duty of a Christian 
towards his brethren is love. “By love,” as Paul has expressed it 
elsewhere, “the Christians should serve one another.” 

These are the duties of the Christians towards God, towards the 
world and their brethren. Oh, it is not easy to be a Christian, it 
requires a sacrificing of yourself, abdication from the pleasures of 
the world, humbleness and love towards the brethren. God must 
give us the power. GL. 


or 


